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-. "It was anger," says Bened'e ld(wi th ex-miner Don Kaeding athi s h ome), e x p l a i n i n g her dec i-sion to wage war on W.R. Grace.

A Montana woman blows the whi s t l e
on the asbestos mine that k i l l e d
her parents and ravaged her town

The W.R. Grace export plant in Ubby, Mont (In July), where theasbestos was s h i p p e d , has been targeted as a priority for deanup.
I n her huge country kitchen overlooking the Koote-nai River, Gayla Benefield of Libby, Mont., thinksI back on her 10th birthday. It was Sept . 17,1953,I the same day her father, Perley V a t l a n d , startedwork at the open-pit asbestos mine on Zonolite Moun-tain, six miles east of Ubby. "That was my birthdaypresent," says Benefie ld, 57. "He had been out of workthat summer. He was ju s t so happy. It was like, 'Dad'sgot a job. E v e r y t h i n g ' s going to be all right.'"So it seemed for more than a decade, as her fa thertoiled with a close-knit group of miners extracting ver-miculite ore, which was then milled to make asbestosproducts such as insulation, f l o o r tiles and automaticbrake parts. But in 1966 the family's comfortable lifebegan to unravel. A medical examination revealed thata f t e r years of inhaling dust at the mine, Perley had severelung problems that later would be diagnosed as ad-vanced asbestosis, a thickening of the lung lining thatslowly cuts off the abil i ty to breathe. "He was 54 then,"Benefield says. "By the time he was 61 he couldn't walkfrom here to the garage."Vat land died the next year, leaving his wife , Marga-ret, with $144 a month in workers' compensation—plus another, unwanted legacy. Eventually Margarettoo was diagnosed with asbestosis, a result of exposureto the vermiculite dust her husband had brought homeon his shoes and clothes. She held on until 1996, dyingat age 79. "But it was a slow suf focat ion," says Bene-f i e l d . Still, her mother did not go gently: "She told meju s t before she died, 'You get the bastards, Gayla. Getthe peop l e who did this to me and your dad.' And Is a i d , ' O h , I w i l l . ' "

She has certainly done her best, though she says thereis p l enty of work left to do. A twice-married grand-mother of 11 who has shown no signs yet of the illnessvisited on her fami ly, Benefield has made a crusade ofavenging her parents as well as hundreds of other Libbyresidents killed or sickened by asbestos. Some, like herfather worked in the mine, but many others were thevictims of dust brought home, perhaps passed on by the
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Benef i e ld ' s fa ther , Pertey (in '46 , wtth her,Margaret and Eva, right), needed the Job.
mere embrace of a loved one. Bene-f i e l d has lobbied Congress and trav-eled as far as Brazil to speak on thedangers of asbestos. "Gayla is won-derful," says John Constan, 32,projec t manager for the MontanaDepartment of Environmental Qual-ity. "She wants what is right, and sheis the one standing up and yelling."The object of her outrage is theColumbia, Md.-based chemical giantW.R. Grace & Company, whichowned the mine for three decadesuntil it was closed amid corporatedownsizing in 1990. Maintainingthat W.R. Grace knew for yearsabout the health hazard but did l i t t l eto eliminate it, Benefield and other?have been battl ing the company inand out of court since the late 1980s.In 1998 she won a $250,000 juryaward for the wrongful death of hermother, the f ir s t Libby f a t a l i t y off i-cially attributed to secondhandasbestos exposure.B e n e f i e l d ' s activism d i d n ' t s topwith her court victory. Last Augustshe drove to an area near the formermine site and spotted a tai l ingsp i l e—re s idue from the unused ore—that was still dense with asbestos."The whole road was sparkly withvermiculite," she says. "I was ab-solutely, t o ta l ly shocked." She waseven more surprised to f ind thatW.R. Grace was about to collect a$67,000 reclamation bond from
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the state for supposedly having re-stored the property to its originalcondition. Although W.R. Graceplanted grass and trees, the tailingsremained. On Sept . 13,1999, Bene-f i e l d f i l e d a complaint with the DEQto prevent W.R. Grace from gettingits bond back. Her action triggeredregional newspapers to f i n a l l y take acloser look at Libby. Subsequentlythey were able to document at least88 local deaths caused by f ir s t- andsecondhand asbestos exposure. Thepublicity, in turn, f i n a l l y promptedthe U.S. Environmental ProtectionAgency to launch an investigation."The numbers were off the top ofthe scale. My first reaction was,' T h i s c a n ' t b e r i g h t , ' " says Paul Per-onard, 38, the EPA's on-site coordi-nator, noting that before Libby therehad been only two documentedinstances of secondary asbestos con-

tamination worldwide. But af t er in-terviewing local physicians, he says,"it became very dear, very quickly"that the medical problem was in linewith newspaper accounts.As a consequence, the EPA begana $14.5 million project in July toclean up Libby and screen more than5,000 area residents, the largest sin-gle screening ever undertaken forasbestos-related illness. Sadly , re-cently released agency documentsshow that the EPA had been awareof an asbestos problem at Libby twodecades ago and promised to moni-tor the site but did l i t t l e more thanf i l e reports until last year. "This 20-year time lapse is problematic," saysPeronard, adding that his agency hasasked the U.S. Inspector General toinvestigate its own fai lure to act.Early results of the asbestosscreenings are not expected to be



Though he supports the asbestos cleanup,Mayor Tony Berget (left) says f ear s aboutUbby's sa f e ly have hurt the local economy.
made public for anywhere from sixmonths to a year. The EPA has testedmore than 100 homes in and aroundLibby, however, and found ho dis-cernible hazard. "As far as houses,we don't have a clean bill of health,"says Peronard. "But we don't haveany obvious problems."If those results hold, they will sup-port the W.R. Grace company line."There is no risk to living in yourhome here," says Alan Stringer, 56,who spent 14 years as Ubby's plantmanager and has served since lastf a l l as W.R. Grace's spokesmanthere. Stringer insists that even de-spite the tailings p i l e — f o r which thecompany promises a cleanup plan bythis winter—W.R. Grace met allstate reclamation criteria.And what of the workers andtheir famil ie s who got sick? Thecompany argues that they werel ikely contaminated either before itbought the mine from the Zonoli teCompany in 1963 or in the firstfew years thereafter, when l i t t l e wasknown about asbestos dangers."You have to take it in context,"says Stringer. "When did they workthere? When I came here in 19811knew the operation was not putt ing

anyone at risk. There were precau-tions taken." In 1973 W.R. Graceconverted from a dry milling processto a wet one designed to containasbestos dust. Stringer himself hasbeen tested yearly for respiratoryproblems, with negative results.But Str inger ' s claims don' t impressKathy Tennison, now a mentalhealth worker, who was employed atthe mine's mill from 1977 until1 9 8 2 — a f t e r the wet milling processbegan. In 1995 she was diagnosedwith asbestosis. "There were times Icouldn't hardly see, it was so dusty,"says Tennison, 46, whose suit againstW.R. Grace is pending. "We weretold if we turned the fan on, it wouldbe fine. Wel l , obviously it w a s n ' t . "The controversy over the mineand what has been l e f t behind hassharply divided Libby, a town of2,700 in M o n t a n a ' s Cabinet Moun-tains, where there is currently 12 per-cent unemployment. Explains CarolLatham, 45, editor of The Mon-tanian, the local weekly newspaper:"People are struggling to make a liv-ing here, and any adverse publ ic i tythat makes this sound like a deathhole is a concern to everyone."In fa c t , Dr. Brad Black, a 23-yearresident who heads Ubby's newCenter for Asbestos Related Diseaseand is conducting fo l low-up examsafter the screenings, believes most of

"I'm the person with the target on my chest, but It's okay," says WJLGrace rep Alan Stringer. "I want to correct an unfortunate sttuation.* "My instructions were very dear," says Paul Peronard, the EPA'son-sfte coordinator. "Figure out what's going on and fix It"
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After soil samples revealed high concentrations of asbestos, the EPA ordered Mel and LerahParker to dose down their nursery, located on proper ty purchased from W.R. Grace In 113.
the town has probably been safe fora decade. But the high incidence oflong-term asbestos-related diseaseis undeniable. "There is an assump-tion in our town that somehow thepeop l e who are sick did somethingwrong to get it," says Black, 51."A lot of times they are blamed be-cause they smoked. The one thing toremember is that asbestosis andsmoking cause injury to the lung ind i f f e r e n t areas."In Black's experience, what makesLibby's asbestos problem unique isthat the illnesses can be traced en-tirely to tremolite, a rare, extremelytoxic asbestos found in vermiculiteore. Tremolite produces long, thinfibers that, unlike tar and nicotine,work their way into the lining of thelung. "Once you get them in there,"he says, "you don't get them out."At its worst, asbestosis, which o f t enappears 20 years or more a f t er theinitial exposure to fibers, is excruci-ating. "Folks just quit doing s t u f f be-cause they can't take deep breaths,"Black says. "Eventually they can'tget enough air even with oxygen. It'snot a very pret ty way to go."Few are better acquainted withthat bleak scenario than Benefield.It seems d i f f i c u l t now to believe thatthe asbestos mine was a beaconof hope a half century ago, whenGayla, her parents and her sister
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Eva, now 60, moved to Libby from aMontana ranch. "My parents werefarmers," she says. "My father camehere for a good-paying 8-to-5 jobinstead of the sunup-to-sundownroutine." Perley also relished thecamaraderie at the mine. "It wasalmost a fraternity," Benefield says."They would work together andplay together on weekends." Butwhat she remembers most about herchildhood "was the d u s t — a heavygray dust that covered everything."The insidiousness of that dustwas not apparent until 1972, whenPerley was s u f f e r i n g from arthritisand heart trouble and the workers'compensation board asked him toundergo medical tests. "He came outshaking his head," Benefield says." ' M y h e a r t ' s fine, b u t i t ' s a miracleI ' m still alive,' h e said. ' M y lungs a r ejus t black.' He came out with thediagnosis of asbestosis."By that time Benefield had mar-ried her second husband, David,now 61. She'd wed her f ir s t , herhigh school sweetheart Gary Swen-son, weeks af t er graduating in 1961.The couple, who have a daughter,Jenny, 37, divorced three years later."We are still friends," Benefieldsays of Swenson. "He was just diag-nosed [with asbestosis] also. Hecame out of the service and my dadgot him a job up there at the mine.

He worked there for three months."Beginning in 1968 Benefieldspent 13 years working for a localconstruction union as a dispatcher,supervised by her husband, thelocal union representative. She alsoraised four more children: Jul i e , 35,David, 33, and twins Stacy andScan, 29. In 1972, a year a f t er thetwins were born, her father died at62. "The company never sent af lower, never sent a card," she says.Within a few years, her m o t h e r ' s ill-ness was becoming apparent. "By1978 she was beginning to cough. Iasked her, ' D o y o u think i t ' s causedby the dust that killed Dad?' Andshe'd say, *No, I just need a drink ofwater.' By 1985 they came up witha diagnosis of lung cancer." But atthat point her disease hadn't beenlinked to asbestos.
"My grandch i ldr en are going togrow up here, and I want themto be safe," says B e n e f i e l d (withTina, l e f t , Clo i e and Laice). . . -•• ' "
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That same year marked a turningpoint in the Libby story. A f t e r theirmineworker husbands died from
asbestos-related disease, two friendsof Benefield's, Alice Priest and LouiseGidley, hired a lawyer. In what be-came known as the Gidley-Priest de-cision, the Montana Supreme Courtruled that stricken employees andtheir fami l i e s had the right to sueW.R. Grace. Benefield, then a power-company meter reader, went door-to-door urging sick mineworkersand survivors to sue. "I thought, 'If Ican get 100 p e o p l e , ' " she says, " 'thecompany is going to n o t i c e . ' " Sincethen at least 187 civil actions havebeen f i l e d , about 120 of which arestill pending, while many of the restwere settled out of court for any-where from $15,000 to $400,000.One of the cases was brought by

her mother, who received $100,000for her deteriorating lung condition,a third of which went for legal fees.In the course of preparing their case,her attorneys reviewed M a r g a r e t ' smedical records and discovered astunning entry. Several years earliershe too had been diagnosed with as-bestosis, but Benefield says the localdoctor never informed her. Margaretspent her final decade in agonizingdecline. "For the last 17 months shewas bedridden," says Benefield."The caregiver would tell me atnight she would hear Mom saying,'Damn you, W.R. Grace,' and shewould start cursing Dad for bringing[asbestos] home. She died with somuch anger."A f t e r M a r g a r e t ' s death, Benefieldf i l e d suit against W.R. Grace. Hercase was heard in November 1998.
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"It was a long two weeks, reallyemotional," says Benefield, and thespectators' gallery was f i l l e d withfriends and neighbors, many gravelyill themselves. "I had never seen somany people in my l i f e diagnosedwith the same disease come out ofthe closet," she says. Among otherevidence, the jury learned that W.R.Grace had fa i l ed to build a roomwhere workers could change out oftheir asbestos-contaminated workclothes and shower before cominghome. Says Benefield: "It wouldhave saved my m o t h e r ' s life."W.R. Grace o f f e r e d to settle outof court for $605,000, but Benefieldrefused and received the far moremodest award of $250,000 when thejury decided in her favor. It was thefirst verdict against W.R. Grace forwrongful death. "It was never aboutdollars," she Says. "Thiswas principle. My kidssaid, 'Mom, you need theguilty verdict.' We neededit because the companynever apologized."At the moment, theEPA and W.R. Grace areworking together to cleanup the mine' s formermilling and shipping faci l i-ties a few miles from themine site. There is somedisagreement, however,about how it should bed o n e — t h e EPA wantsW.R. Grace to performmore work than the f irmf e e l s i t should. "It's a chessmatch," Constan says.Remarkably, despite alltheir travails, the p eop l e ofLibby seem to be stayingput. "People said, *Whenyou f i n a l l y figured outwhat was wrong, whyd i d n ' t y o u g o ? ' " Benefieldsays. "I've lived here toolong to just turn aroundand leave. It's my home. Ifeel responsible for it."• Richard Jerome* Vickie Bane in Ubby
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